M easuring outcomes is essential to the clinical nurse specialist's (CNS's) practice irrespective of whether it is to measure clinical outcomes or to measure research-related phenomena. However, knowing how to identify the right measurement instrument or how to develop a reliable and valid instrument is frequently challenging, even for experienced researchers. This article will explore some general guidelines for identifying the right measurement instrument and getting started with instrument construction when indicated.
The initial step in exploring the most appropriate method to measure health outcomes or phenomena is to search the literature for scientific evidence about the topic of interest. Although literature databases are a good start, it is important to also explore regulatory and credentialing agencies, government sources, clinical practice guidelines, and professional organizations.
In general, once the CNS has made the decision to identify the right instrument, a great deal of information regarding the phenomena of interest has been synthesized. The first task is to clearly describe the purpose of the measurement project and precisely define the outcome measure(s), both conceptually and operationally. 1 Whereas the conceptual definition is the description of the outcome or phenomenon, the operational definition reflects how the outcome or phenomenon will be measured. For example, pain is con-ceptually defined as the patient's self-report of discomfort and is operationally defined as a measurement of the individual patient's self-reported discomfort using a numerical scale. The conceptual and operational definitions chosen should be grounded in the scientific evidence for future generalizability rather than developing new definitions that are unique to 1 institution's population.
The next step in selecting the right measurement instrument involves considering additional factors that include (a) the aim of the measurement (discrimination, evaluation, or prediction), (b) the target population, (c) individual versus group measurement, (d ) the feasibility of measurement (cost, user expertise, and respondent burden), and (e) the measurement properties of the instrument (reliability, validity, interpretability, readability). 1, 2 Although all of these factors play a critical role in selecting the right instrument, reliability and validity are most important in making the final decision about the quality of the instrument.
Reliability is the ability of the instrument in measuring the same thing over time. The reliability of an instrument is determined by evaluating 3 characteristics: stability (testretest reliability), consistency (internal consistency reliability), and equivalence (interrater reliability). Table 1 provides additional details regarding evaluating instrument reliability. 1Y4 In contrast, validity addresses the instrument's ability to measure what it is intended to measure. The validity of an instrument is determined using 3 types of indicators: content, criterion, and construct validity ( Table 2 ). 1Y4 Therefore, it is important to analyze statistical estimates of both reliability and validity before selecting an instrument because trustworthiness is critical to making inferences or clinical decisions from the data.
Although there is an abundance of resources available to locate reliable and valid instruments, 1,5 either within the public domain or at a reasonable cost (Table 3) , circumstances may present in which a suitable instrument is not identified. In such situations, embarking on instrument development should always include consultation with experts in development and psychometric analyses of measurement instruments starting at the conception of the project. Instrument development is a complex process that takes time and one in which short cuts will negatively impact the validity of measurement.
Instrument development requires a structured process involving 8 steps: (1) determining the domain and content of what will be measured, (2) generating items, (3) determining the measurement format, (4) determining content validity using an expert panel, (5) conducting a pilot test and revising the instrument accordingly, (6) conducting a field test using an adequate sample size, (7) completing psychometric analyses from the field test, and (8) optimizing the instrument length based on psychometric estimates. 3Y7 Developing a new instrument can be arduous process that takes years rather than a few months.
Measurement is not a simple process but is critical to accurate data collection and generalizability of measured outcomes. Always proceed with caution. The purpose of this brief introduction to instrument selection and development was to improve the CNS's fundamental understanding regarding measurement instruments rather than build expertise. Although limited in scope, the basic principles and resources described here should serve as a guide in critiquing instruments reported in the literature and in selecting the right instrument for project-related measurement. Online and print available http://buros.org
